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Blurb

As a history scholar and courier for the secretive Circle of Thales, Rene Laurent is a man of many talents - none of them lending themselves much to a life of adventure.

But when a chance meeting with a young, idealistic Belligra priest drags him into a wild quest to keep a dangerous mutagen off the streets of Floor, his curiosity gets the better of him. Between monsters both human and man-made, he realises that maybe fieldwork is more of his game than he had ever thought possible...

Written by Rainbow-Award-winning authors Beryll and Osiris Brackhaus, 'The PV-3 Mutagen' is a colourful non-romance sci-fi adventure set in the wildly diverse 'Virasana Empire', and the first novel of the 'Doctor Laurent' series.
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Chapter 1 – Info Brokers
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There were five of them. At least, five that Rene was aware of. 

He had spotted the three following him when he took the escalator to the bottom floor of the mall. He had originally planned to take the tube train to Cherry Hills, but instead he turned into the access tunnel that led up to the street, trying to shake them off. Judging by the two who were now cutting him off just ahead, that had been a bad idea. The tunnel they were in was sufficiently removed from the cheap glitz of the mall to be only dimly lit, and the only other person here was a woman pushing a shopping cart, purposefully hurrying away from the developing confrontation.

A quick look around showed Rene there weren't any convenient emergency doors he could slip through, either. He was in trouble.

At least, they didn't seem to be professional mercenaries, just some gangers, though they moved with too much purpose to be out simply to mug him. And no ganger deserving of their colours would mug a scruffy street rat like him, anyway. To them, he had to look like he didn't have anything worth the trouble, as much a carefully crafted facade as laziness – he liked his comfortable rags a lot, thank you very much. So what did these particular thugs want from him?

And more importantly, how to get rid of them?

He was well aware that he didn't stand a chance against them in a fight. Combat skills were at the bottom of the list of things he was interested in. Also, the mall was too cheap to have any sort of camera surveillance. It didn't even have security guards though Rene doubted any would have come running if they had existed. He wasn't a valued customer, and as long as the gangers didn't make too much of a mess, no one would care. 

The best course of action seemed to be to play the helpless victim and let them rough him up a little. It wasn't like they would manage to inflict any lasting damage, anyway.

He had come to that conclusion when one of the thugs, whom Rene mentally labelled their 'leader', shoved him against the wall.

Rene turned to face them, clutching the stack of folders he was carrying to his chest protectively, trying to present a credible picture of being scared. The other thugs had formed a semicircle around him and their boss. Judging by the nasty grins of his ambushers, it wasn't very hard to fool them.

“Gimme that,” the leader snarled and grabbed the folders.

They held the weekly update on the topside situation in this sector of Floor. Nothing too important, and certainly not irreplaceable. Rene had picked them up a few minutes ago at the office of the info broker the Circle of Thales was currently employing. He congratulated himself on not yet having picked up the datacrystal with the off-planet reports from the Beetle Shack under Cherry Hills. He had planned to do that on the way back down before having a lunch of lava beetle while he was there.

He let go of the folders with a strangled whine and cowered.

“Hank's Beehive is off-limits,” the leader sneered, “didn't you get the memo? He is about to shut down.”

So that was what this was all about. The info broker Rene had just visited had been in a turf war with another info broker two malls down the street for a while, but apparently, things were heating up. Not something he cared to get involved in even though Hank was a decent guy. Well, make that a decent guy for Floor. 

“Can't have that idiot handing out charity, can we? Not the Floorian thing to do, eh?” The leader clearly wasn't expecting an answer as he rammed his fist into Rene's stomach.

The punch drove the air out of his lungs and hurt like a bitch. Or rather, it hurt for the few seconds it took his body to repair the damage. Rene crumpled to the ground in a heap. If he looked sufficiently hurt, they would hopefully leave him alone quickly. And not search him. If they tried to take his phone, he would have to do something, though he admittedly had no idea what.

“You understand me, little shit? You stay away from now on!”

“Hey! Stop that!” 

A voice ringing out loud and clear in the narrow tunnel rudely interrupted the leader's little speech.

Rene glanced up through his long hair hanging in his face and did a double-take. The tunnel leading back towards the mall was almost filled out by a tall figure in heavy, plate armour, wielding both a broadsword and a fucking tower shield so large he could completely hide behind it. The symbol on his surcoat and shield was unmistakable – Temple Belligra, the Fist of the Church. It was about the last faction Rene wanted to have get involved in this minor scuffle. 

Priests were infamous for poking their noses where they didn't belong. Luckily, they were rare on Floor. Yes, they had a few Verata, but they mostly remained inside their Fort Phosphoros Monastery. The occasional Jansahar only paid attention to the local flock who worshipped at the small shrines they kept all over the planet. Both groups were easy enough to evade for someone who didn't need supernaturally talented people scanning them and finding out they were an unregistered psion.

But seriously, a Belligra? There were no faithful in need of protection here on Floor, mostly because there were no faithful here. Floor prided itself with being the most secular planet of the empire, and it was a reputation hard-won. 

But apparently, this particular Belligra was set on rescuing him. 

The priest approached weapons at the ready. And what a fine-looking guy he was. Barely in his early twenties, with floppy, black hair, startlingly green eyes, and a ridiculously righteous cast to his jaw, he practically oozed the easy heroism of a Belligra recruitment poster. His stature and gear easily impressed the thugs surrounding Rene and their leader raised his hands. So they were smarter than he had initially thought, good for them. 

“Hey, no sweat, man,” the leader said, stepping back from Rene who was cowering on the ground.

The priest immediately waded through the circle of thugs, placing himself between Rene and further harm. Had it been anyone else, it would have been a foolish move, but considering his armour and posture, Rene had no doubt his rescuer knew exactly what he was doing. The thugs came to the same conclusion as they backed off further, ready to run.

Maybe he could at least get something positive out of this potentially disastrous situation. “Those are mine,” he piped up from the ground, pointing at the folders the leader was holding.

The Belligra held out his hand in silence. From his place on the ground, Rene couldn't see his expression, but it must have been mighty intimidating, judging by how quickly the leader handed over the folders, backed away a little further, and turned to run, followed by his friends. 

The priest watched them until they had disappeared around the tunnel's bend, then turned to Rene.

“Are you hurt?” His voice was deep and firm. He sheathed his sword and clipped his huge shield to his back with an ease that spoke of inordinate amounts of training. He held out his unwavering hand to help Rene back to his feet.

Rene accepted it because there wasn't anything else he could have done. “Just a little bruised,” he tried to deflect further help. In reality, he had already fully healed. “Thank you.”

The Belligra took his time studying him. Hopefully looking for signs of injury, not scanning deeper. Rene's knowledge of theurgic abilities was limited, but as far as he knew, a Belligra was the least likely to be able to discern his psionic talents. They were all about battle and, if he was reading this one's surcoat right, he belonged to the Shields, the defensive branch of Temple Belligra wholly devoted to protecting the faithful from evil.

He was relieved when his rescuer nodded and handed the folders back to him, flashing a cheerful smile that was unexpectedly charming for one of the grim battle priests. But his relief was short-lived.

“So what was that all about? Why did they attack you?” the Belligra asked. 

Why couldn't he just walk away?

Several possible explanations flashed through Rene's mind, but in the end, he opted for the truth. Mostly because he had no idea whether the priest would be able to tell he was lying.

“They work for an info broker who is currently trying to push another out of business. They were trying to intimidate me into using their employer instead of Hank's Beehive.”

The Belligra scowled. “That doesn't sound right,” he said, momentarily confusing Rene because it was the truth, “we should inform law enforcement or whoever is responsible for stopping such crimes.” 

He couldn't seriously be that naïve. Could he? It took Rene a moment to phrase his response. “Uh, it's perfectly legal.”

The Belligra's frown deepened. “Even attacking innocent bystanders like yourself?”

“Yeah?” Rene shrugged. “Since I have no guild or corporate affiliations, no one cares what happens to me.” Not exactly true, but probably close enough to slip through should he be facing one of those unpleasant priests who had a god-given lie detector in their minds.

“Well, I certainly care about your well being.” Judging by the righteous outrage showing on the priest's face, it had been precisely the wrong thing to say, and for unexpected reasons. 

Time to get out of this before he got more interested. “Thank you for that. But I'm okay now. I'll be on my way.” He tried to slip past the Belligra, which wasn't easy with the man's bulk.

“Will they bother you again?” Not if I can help it, Rene thought, but before he could say so out loud, the Belligra already added, “I'd better accompany you home, to make sure.”

Not good. Very, very bad, actually. 'Home' was the last place he could take the priest. Trying to shake him off somewhere in the underground of Cherry Hills seemed like a bad idea. If he failed, he'd be in more trouble than he could handle. So how else could he get rid of this young, eager hero? An idea popped into his head, a little crazy, but if it worked out, it might help a lot of people.

“I don't think that would do much good,” he said, intentionally gruff. “They'll try again when you are not around.” What was that other info broker's name again? It was some stupidly pompous name. Ah, yes. “The guy who runs Silver Lining News won't give up until he has ruined poor old Hank.”

Just as he had hoped, the Belligra frowned righteously. “Someone has to stop him.” He had nicely swallowed the bait.

“It's really because Hank has a bit of a charitable streak,” Rene continued, reeling in his catch. “He hands out the locations of water springs to the poor of this quadrant for free; as opposed to charging them or handing the info over to the corps who own the water rights here.”

Now it was the priest's turn to blink in confusion. “Water rights? Everyone should have the right to water.”

This new display of naivety made Rene chuckle. “Not on Floor. You have to pay for everything here. You even have to pay for the air you're breathing. If you want the good, clean stuff, that is.”

By the genuine shock on the priest's face, Rene concluded that he had to be very new to this beautiful planet. 

“Is that why the air here is so ... horrible? You mean to say that the wealthy breathe better air?”

Rene nodded. “They sure do. You can see the energy shield bubbles around the better buildings as a sort of shimmer in the air. It's not unreasonable either. After all, producing clean air is expensive. No company would do it if there wasn't a profit to be made.”

The Belligra took a while to process that, but in the end, he shook his head, clearly coming to the inevitable conclusion that there was nothing he could do about this inequality. “Reason #23 to leave this planet as soon as possible,” he muttered. “So where do we find this Silver Lining News guy?”

Clearly, he expected Rene to come with him on his newly chosen crusade. It was a bad idea, but Rene's curiosity was tickled. He wanted to see how this would play out. “He's two malls down the street. We can go up through the tunnel and follow the road.”

“Excellent. Let's pay him a visit.” The Belligra cracked his knuckles in a decidedly threatening way. That he could do so while wearing his heavy armour made Rene shudder. The priest brightly smiled at Rene. “My name is Riccardo, by the way. Brother Riccardo.”

On first name terms with a priest. Certainly not what he had expected for this day. What had been a routine data retrieval was turning into quite the adventure.

“Rene Laurent,” he introduced himself. 

The Belligra led the way and Rene followed. The tunnel emerged in a narrow back alley between their mall and the next one. Enclosed walkways connected the two buildings further up, blocking the ground level from what little light penetrated between the tall buildings. The air was noticeably worse out here without the air conditioning of the mall. The priest coughed unhappily while Rene pulled up the hood of his long, tattered cardigan. It wasn't raining right now, but one could never be too cautious. Rain on Floor wasn't as badly polluted as rain on the planet Yaiciz, but being exposed to it was anything but healthy. He briefly considered warning the priest but decided against it. He'd find out eventually and remember the lesson better if he experienced it firsthand.

Out here, Rene took the lead, exiting the alley onto the street that passed between the malls. Down here, it was mostly foot traffic and a few, heavy cargo ground vehicles. Above them, several hover lanes were stacked on top of each other, packed with flying cargo haulers, gliders, and hoverbikes. The ground level was in bad repair with large cracks in the road, plenty of potholes, and stacks of garbage and debris. People were hurrying by with their heads lowered, only paying attention to themselves. It wasn't a bad neighbourhood yet, but was rapidly sinking in value.

This entire street was lined with malls of all sizes. The one they had just exited was cheap and declining. The next one was a little better and when they reached their destination, the quality of the street had improved to mere cracks and potholes.

This mall had guards posted at the entrances to keep out beggars and vagrants. They normally would have stopped someone who looked like Rene, but their attention was on his companion. They were eyeing him with an amusing mix of respect, fear, and annoyance. A Belligra could mean all sorts of trouble. Their legal standing outside the laws of the Empire ensured they could more or less do as they pleased – unless a noble was involved somehow, of course. Belligra certainly could chop off the head of a lowly mall guard who was getting in their way without fear of repercussions, and by reputation were entirely capable of doing so.

So it wasn't surprising when one of the two guards held open the door for them, while the other whispered into his comlink in a hectic voice, probably informing his colleagues that there was a Belligra loose in their territory, and to steer clear of him.

The mall was certainly a whole lot prettier than the one in which Hank's office was located. The levels which held stores all had sparkling floors, glass elevators and the holo advertisements were more stylish and a lot less frizzy. The upper levels held office spaces. 

Rene had never been to this mall before, so he stopped at the info terminal conveniently located next to the spacious escalator by the entrance. It only took him a moment to find the entry for Silver Lining News – 43rd floor, unit 12, owned by one Mister Darren Whitmoore. So they had an actual office, not just a booth like Hank. They would have pushed poor old Hank out of business in a few days, easily. Now that scenario looked a whole lot less likely, considering the Belligra next to Rene, eagerly gripping the hilt of his sword.

“Found it,” Rene said and headed for the bank of less flashy elevators going up all the way to the office floors.

Standing next to Brother Riccardo in the enclosed space of the elevator cabin felt intimidating and exhilarating at the same time. Rene tried to push away all thoughts of the myriad things that could go wrong. Belligra were dangerous, but having one on his side was kind of cool. He noticed with silent amusement how the big, bad warrior was subtly tapping his foot to the rhythm of the melody playing from the elevator's speakers.

They reached the 43rd floor and the doors opened with a little ping. The corridor ahead was lit by large panels subtly set into the light grey ceiling, the floor was a matching darker grey. No carpets. Not quite expensive enough for such luxuries. Convenient signs on the wall showed which units were located in which direction. Rene headed left towards units 10 to 20. 

The office entrances were designed in tastefully opaque, green glass, and consisted of the door and one large panel showing the tenant's company name on an embedded display.

Brother Riccardo quickly studied the display on the door to Silver Lining News before he pushed open the door and stomped inside. Rene followed, making sure he stayed well covered by the Belligra's bulk.

The room they entered was a typical reception area, set up with a desk opposite the door, a small waiting area with three cheap plastic chairs and a fake potted plant. It also had a receptionist with dyed purple hair and too much make up. Currently doing her nails, she was trying hard to present the perfect stereotype. Her expression quickly switched from annoyance at being disturbed to genuine terror when she noticed Brother Riccardo.

“I'm here to see Mister Whitmoore,” he stated calmly, hand on the hilt of his sword. Rene inwardly shook his head. How could a guy that age have a voice that ... commanding? 

The receptionist wordlessly pointed to one of the two doors leading deeper into the office. She looked like a brainless bimbo, but from the way she acted, it was clear that it was a carefully crafted facade, at least in part. Nobody on Floor got to a position as reasonably safe and stable as hers if they didn't know what they were doing – there were too many others fighting to crawl up the steps behind you.

“Thank you,” Brother Riccardo said and headed straight for the door, opening it without knocking.

“Now would probably be a good time to take your lunch break,” Rene kindly told the receptionist when he passed her desk. By the time he had followed Riccardo through the door, she had already grabbed her clutch from behind the desk and was leaving very quietly.

The only thing luxurious about the office behind the door was that it was spacious. There were no windows, the walls and floor where the same muted grey as the corridor outside. Rene recognised the furniture from the ever-present ads the biggest cheap self-assembly company was constantly running on holo displays all over the planet. 

The man sitting behind the desk had been about to bite into a huge sandwich dripping with sauce, which now hung forgotten between his fingers as he tried to comprehend why a Belligra was invading his sanctum. In his late forties, he looked reasonably well groomed with a small moustache and a suit that had been last year's height of fashion. At least according to the magazines Rene's youngest sister left lying around from her culture studies.

“Mister Whitmoore?” Brother Riccardo asked.

For a moment, the man looked like he would deny his identity, but then nodded and very slowly put down the sandwich as if it could be mistaken for some sort of weapon and he didn't want to give the religious fanatic in front of him a reason to attack.

“It has come to my attention that you are harassing a fellow info broker’s customers, simply because he is charitable towards the poor. This behaviour will stop.”

Talk about not making small talk. Of course, the 'being charitable' bit was only a very minor part of the turf war going on, but it gave the priest an excellent reason for getting involved.

Whitmoore stared at Brother Riccardo with understandable confusion. “What?”

“Being charitable is encouraged by the Church and it is good for the soul,” the priest explained, “It would behoove you well to try it yourself.”

Rene's trivia memory instantly provided a suitable quote from a religious text he had read at some point. “As Saint Mathilda said in her Alfakia Lectures: 'He who gives his worldly riches freely will in turn receive spiritual wisdom manifold'.”

Riccardo nodded along as Whitmoore took notice of Rene for the first time and blinked at him in even greater confusion. After being mugged by the hired thugs, Rene had been prepared for some kind of dramatic confrontation, but this was clearly a man unused to being exposed to violence. Arguing with a Belligra was never a good idea and Whitmoore, despite being confused, was obviously well aware of the fact and keen on avoiding any kind of confrontation – dramatic or not.

“I'm not sure I understand,” he ventured very cautiously.

“You will stop harassing that other info broker,” Brother Riccardo repeated with a deepening scowl.

“Hank's Beehive,” Rene supplied the answer to Whitmoore's unspoken question.

“Oh!” Whitmoore's face lit up with understanding. He looked thrilled at finally knowing how to appease the angry Belligra. “Well, I guess...” he started but was immediately interrupted by Brother Riccardo.

“You will also hand over any additional data of water sources and pay a fine for your transgressions.”

“Oh,” Whitmoore repeated, his face now changing to a sly expression. Rene could easily read his mind without being a telepath. The man thought that this was just a regular shakedown like they happened a million times in offices all over Floor. “Yes, of course, that can be arranged. How about ... a donation of 500 Herons?”

For a bribe, it was a generous offer. For a donation meant to do poor people any good, it was ridiculously low. Rene quickly calculated what Whitmoore was probably making in a month, how much he could easily afford and how much would hurt enough that he would remember the lesson. “10,000 would be appropriate,” he said before Riccardo could agree to the 500. The priest glanced at him a little doubtfully, while Whitmoore winced exactly as much as Rene had hoped. Noticing that, Riccardo instantly fell back into his role.

“Indeed, 10,000 it is,” he stated. “And you will cease all hostilities immediately.”

Whitmoore's smile looked decidedly forced, but he nodded eagerly enough. “I could write out a money order for you right now...?” 

Which he could cancel any time. Which would be foolish because this Belligra would be a lot angrier on his next visit. It wasn't a risk Rene was going to take. He pulled a cash-stick from the depth of his cardigan pockets and placed it on Whitmoore's desk.

“Cash, please.”

Again Riccardo glanced at Rene in confusion. Didn't he know what a cash-stick was? Where had this righteous hunk of a man come from? Not that it was his business.

“Of course,” Whitmoore repeated, focused on the threatening cash-stick and unaware of the Belligra's confusion. He grabbed the stick with two fingers as if it might bite him and slotted it to the appropriate port on his desk, transferring the money. 

Rene accepted it back and quickly checked the amount before he nodded to Riccardo and gave him the cash-stick.

“And the water sources,” the priest reminded Whitmoore. 

Handing a datastick with the information over didn't pain the info broker as much. After all, they wouldn't remain valid for very long and the company running the water distribution system in this quadrant paid very little for information on leaks. They always found them after a while, anyway. It dawned on Rene that Riccardo probably had no clue that these water sources were in fact leaks of the pipe system carrying clean water and that the poor were stealing it from a local company. Then again, he probably wouldn't care too much. He also didn't have a problem extorting money for the poor from Whitmoore.

Indeed, Riccardo sure looked satisfied with his success.

“So... uh... I assume Hank will cease all hostilities, too?” Whitmoore asked when Riccardo was about to turn away.

The minute shift in his posture told Rene that the question startled him, but he answered Whitmoore seamlessly, “Of course.” Only when they were both back in the reception area which was deserted and Riccardo had closed the door behind them, he turned to Rene. “We better talk to that Hank fellow too.”

Rene nodded. While his first instinct had been to get rid of the priest as quickly as possible, so far nothing terrible had happened and he was actually doing some good here. 

When they were back in the elevator, he studied his bulky companion more closely. His armour looked used, but also cared for. Its quality told Rene that it was much older than its current wearer. Belligra passed their armour down to the next priest, again and again through the generations. Originally, it had probably been a pristine white, but over the years, it had faded to a soft beige-grey. There were several memento patches welded to it but the only one Rene recognised was the emblem of the Saint Cornelius Monastery on Malicorn. Riccardo looked young, but he had apparently been around a few planets already. Or maybe the patches were relics of former wearers, too.

It was probably a bad idea to strike up a conversation, but Rene's curiosity kept gnawing at him until he couldn't keep his mouth shut anymore.

“You're new to Floor, aren't you?”

Brother Riccardo nodded. “Yes, I arrived today. I'm on my tenure as a travelling monk, seeking out injustice and aiding those who can't defend themselves.” 

So that explained why he had immediately jumped in to help Rene. He didn't look like he minded Rene's first question, so he asked another, pointing to the Malicorn patch on Riccardo's shoulder. “What's Malicorn like?”

That brought a happy smile to Riccardo's face. “Nice. Very nice. Weather is great, the food is better than they say. I spent half a year at the monastery. So fascinating. So much to learn from the brothers serving there. And of course from Saint Cornelius himself.”

His voice filled with awe as he spoke the name and his eyes shone with what Rene would have termed fan-girling, if they hadn't been talking about a genuine living saint.

“What's he like?”

“Short. Shorter than I expected, anyway. Grim. And sometimes funny. He has a mean humour. Amazing fighter. Trains every day with the novices. He's...” Riccardo shrugged. “The perfect Belligra. If I have a chance to become half as awesome as him some day, I'll be very grateful.”

There certainly were a lot of less worthy role models one could pick. What would it be like to have someone like that, someone to aspire to be like? With his particular skills, there simply wasn't anybody to compare himself to. So far, Rene had never missed that and, after briefly considering the matter, he concluded that he wasn’t missing anything now either. He was always trying to be the best he could possibly be in his studies. And his psionic abilities, well, they weren't something he cared to train at all.

“My home monastery is on Isfahan,” Riccardo volunteered without further prompting. “Also a very nice planet. From what I have seen of Floor so far, Isfahan is the more beautiful, more cultured version. With much better air.” He considered for a moment. “And of course a whole lot less tech. I think I prefer the sprawling bazaars to your malls.”

And it's ruled by a Noble House, Rene added mentally. Not that this was a bad thing in itself, nobles overall did a good job of keeping the Empire running. The whole lot of them were also batshit crazy and Rene was very thankful to be living on one of the few planets at least nominally under commoner rule.

“Have you ever been off-planet?” Riccardo asked as they emerged from the elevator and made their way back to the exit, where the same guard again held the door open for them, now looking very relieved. 

Rene shook his head. His studies were keeping him plenty busy. Whenever he finished a subject, there were ten more connected to it which he could dive into. The Circle of Thales had only a handful of agents who travelled all over the Empire, collecting data and artefacts. It was a dangerous job, facing a staggering variety of threats while staying under the radar of both the ruling nobles and the Church. Not something Rene felt qualified to do.

“You should,” Riccardo said, almost like he had read Rene's thoughts. “There is so much to see out there. So much to do.”

“So you are a travelling monk?” All three orders of the Church had those. Priests wandering from one place to the other, looking for faithful who needed assistance or evil to be vanquished. They were generally held in high esteem by the population, especially in rural areas where there wasn't any help to be found if the local noble wasn't of the particularly caring kind.

“Yes, for the time being,” Riccardo confirmed. “I may settle down in a monastery at some point, or maybe I'll be assigned to a parish somewhere. But right now, I can see myself doing this for many years to come. By the way, is there a temple somewhere nearby where I could find accommodations while I am here on Floor?”

The people of Floor generally prayed to only one god, and that was commerce. “The only real temple on Floor is the Fort Phosphoros Monastery of the Verata.” Riccardo's wrinkled nose made Rene grin. Staying with the Verata wouldn't have been his first choice either. Or second. Or fiftieth. But there was an alternative. “The Jansahar have a tiny shrine in Cherry Hills. I'm sure they can host you for a few days.”

“Cherry Hills? That sounds nice.”

It was anything but nice. It was a 300-floor tower block of the cheapest apartments one could find on the planet, run-down to the point that electricity only worked in the central shaft and water quality regularly posed a health risk. Ruled by gangs fighting over territory, it wasn't exactly safe either. But a Belligra wouldn't have to worry about gangs and the Jansahar probably had their own water filtration system. And as an added benefit, Riccardo wouldn't face a shortage of people needing help and rescue.

“You can use Cherry Hills as your home base while you stay on Floor. It has its own tube station,” Rene suggested, smiling at the confused look he got in return. “FPAT – Fast Planetary Access Trains, those yellow underground trains you must have seen. With the tube, you can quickly get to one of the transportation hubs and take a high speed train to any other quadrant of the planet.” 

Floor’s  transportation net was one of the great things of living on a high-tech planet. If one could afford it. Nothing worthwhile on Floor was free. Rene could have afforded it, but preferred keeping to a few quadrants for the benefit of knowing the place well. This particular quadrant held two major advantages – it was run-down enough that no big corp or guild who might notice Rene was interested in it, and it was located right next to the university quadrant. A few students lived in Cherry Hills and other tower blocks like it. University fees were steep and independent students had to cut living costs wherever possible. 

That was one problem Rene didn't have to deal with. He was listed as a graduate history student now working on his doctorate, without ever having attended more than a few absolutely necessary lectures. The Circle had dug its claws into the university at its founding, but had always taken care not to exert any traceable influence. The little things were useful enough. Rene had all the paperwork and ID cards that granted him access to the university libraries and other facilities.

“I have not come to Floor for sightseeing,” Riccardo answered, “I am here to help those in need and protect the faithful from evil.”

“Good luck with that. The only thing people here believe in is profit.”

“So I am starting to see.” Riccardo pointedly glared at a holo ad projection drone that had been following them for a few hundred metres already, trying to tell them about a new shaving gel that would make them 'dream of Teani beaches'. The drone was too cheap to pick up on Riccardo's body language and fly off to find a more receptive customer. “Who needs all this stuff?”

Rene shrugged. “Most men do shave. At least 48% of all human males aged 16 and over prefer a clean shave at least every few days. If a new product is cheap enough, many customers will at least try it, if the advertisement message manages to penetrate the background buzz.”

“I was talking more about the general amount of stuff. Out here in the street it's not so bad, but in the mall, everything was blaring at me.”

“You mean the mall where we met? That is because it's old and cheap. The ads are set to the maximum cause the controls are mostly glitched beyond repair.”

That didn't seem to fully answer Riccardo's question, but he frowned instead of asking again.

“What are ads like on Isfahan?” Rene asked instead. “It's one big market, too, so there must be advertisements as well.”

“There are plenty of pitchmen, but they are ... I don't know ... more personal? They are annoying, but have some sort of code of honour. Maybe it's because it's all so new to me and I will get used to it.” Riccardo grimaced. “At least there isn't shit all over the streets, so that's a plus.”

Rene nodded and tried to picture Isfahan's streets in his mind. There had to be videos he could dig up to see what it was like. Only one place on Isfahan jumped into his mind as important. “What's the Fonsapientia Library like?”

“It's ... pretty big?”

For a long moment they looked at each other, Rene waiting for something more and Riccardo very obviously hoping his answer would be enough.

“You have never been inside?” 

Now it was Riccardo's turn to shrug. “There's books in there. I mean, books are great, but I'm not so much into reading...?” He ended with a hopeful note to his voice.

On an average day, Rene would spend twelve to sixteen hours reading. He was well aware that this placed him very far from the average, but it boggled his mind that someone would have access to a magnificent library like the one on Isfahan and never once look inside. For a while, he trotted along Riccardo in silence, trying to digest that.

“So ... uh ... you read a lot?” Riccardo tried to restart their conversation, the silence between them growing uncomfortable for him.

“Yeah, I study history. Right now I am working on my doctorate,” Rene told him the explanation he had for anyone asking questions about what he did for a living. The doctorate part was true.

Riccardo looked suitably impressed. And genuinely interested. “What about?”

“Folk tales and legends of rural planets compared to urban legends on high-tech worlds and how they are essentially the same and often have the same theme.” The Virasana Empire was brimming with outrageous myths, and studying them was part of the Circle's mission statement.

“That doesn't sound half as boring as I thought a history professor's work would be.”

Rene decided to take that as a compliment. “It is quite interesting,” he said and left it at that instead of diving into the subject. He was pretty sure Riccardo didn't want to hear the various cases he was using for his thesis and his theories about them. And they were back at the mall where Hank had his booth, anyway.

This time, they entered through the main door and were immediately blasted with a plethora of advertisement holos. Now that Riccardo had pointed them out, Rene found them obnoxious, too. The mall's ground floor was crowded with various stalls selling highly processed food, while the fourteen floors above housed a variety of bargain shops. Higher up were offices and cheap apartments.

As this mall didn't have any guards, some of the empty, boarded up shops now housed people who couldn't afford the cheapest housing options, but didn't want to brave the underground. Rene considered them idiots. This mall and other places like it were regularly swept by the slavers guild and anyone found living here was gathered up to be sold off for a few Herons. The underground would have been the safer option. Sure, there were monsters both human and otherwise, and regular cave-ins, and toxic spills and whatnot. But there were also many tightly knit communities who cared for each other and were always willing to take in new people.

While the escalator down was working today, the one that led up to the second floor where Hank's booth was located hadn't worked for months. Rene climbed up the steps two at a time to get out of the oppressive smell of overheated oil and burned NutriBars.

Hank's Beehive looked exactly as it had earlier – shopfront fortified with metal sheets, an equally sturdy, metal door, and a small window with bulletproof glass to the shop behind. The window was decorated with every lucky charm known to humanity and a few alien ones, the most prominent being a large waving cat sitting on the interior sill. Hank himself sat behind that window. Judging from what one could see of the shop room, Rene guessed that Hank lived in it. There were of course rows of shelves for folders and data storage devices and a large server bank, but there was also a laundry line strung up between the shelves.

Hank was a short, wiry man, always fidgeting with nervous energy, his long face reddened from rubbing it. His hair colour and length changed from day to day. Today it was shorn short and bright green, not matching his dark beard shadow at all.

Unsurprisingly, he was startled to see Rene again so soon. The regular data pickups were scheduled on a roughly weekly basis. When Riccardo came close enough to be visible through the small window, he jerked back. Like any info broker worth their salt, he had plenty to hide from the Church. But before the Belligra could scare him into simply barricading the window, Rene spoke.

“Hi Hank, I come bearing good news. Whitmoore will stop sending goons after your customers. My new friend here, Brother Riccardo, had a little chat with him and Whitmoore agrees that the two of you can get along from now on.”

That made Hank look at Riccardo with a whole lot less fear but a healthy dose of distrust. “And what does your new friend want in return for his help?”

Of course that would be any Floor native’s first thought. “Just your word that you will not use this opportunity to open hostilities with Silver Lining News. And a small donation towards furthering the Church's effort at bettering the life of the poor on Floor.”

The last one he added to appease Hank's suspicions of Riccardo. Nothing was weirder on Floor than someone doing something for free.

“A small donation?” Hank's face scrunched up with outrage. “Am I not doing enough already? Do I look like I can afford to feed a horde of the poor?”

Riccardo drew breath, no doubt to say something about how it was for the benefit of Hank's very soul, but Rene was faster. “Just pay the dude so he won't rip your shop out of the wall, alright?”

For the second time today he was treated to the 'oh, it's a shakedown' realisation flashing over someone's face.

“How much?” Hank grit out.

“200 Herons will do fine for the good Brother's efforts.” It was enough that Hank would remember he had paid for Whitmoore not bothering him anymore and that he shouldn't bother him anymore either. Once they were gone and he had time to calm down, he would probably be grateful for the help, though he would of course never admit it.

Hank transferred the money to a cash-stick and pushed it through the small slot in the window he used for such transactions. “Thank you for your generous help,” he snarled.

“Always a pleasure doing business with you,” Rene replied cheerfully, “see you next week.”

He was feeling rather accomplished when he walked back to the escalator together with Riccardo. When he tried to give Hank's cash-stick to the priest, Riccardo raised his hands. “No, you should keep that. After all you have helped as much as I did and you were a victim to start with.”

“Nonsense.” Rene prodded the cash-stick at Riccardo. “There are a lot of people who need this more than I do. And it's a donation to the Church, wouldn't want to pocket that.”

Riccardo looked reluctant, but he accepted the stick and put it into a compartment of his armour. “At least let me accompany you home, so you don't have to worry about getting ambushed by ... well ... somebody.”

Inside his mind, Rene rolled his eyes. So he had made no progress in getting rid of the clingy Belligra whatsoever. But now he had a plan on how to accomplish that.

“Sure. I was going to show you to Cherry Hills anyway to show you where the Jansahar Shrine is. You can drop me off there.”

Together, they went down to the tube train station. Standing next to a Belligra had distinct advantages, Rene noted. For the first time ever, he had plenty of space both when boarding and on the packed train itself. Everyone else was staying as far away from the priest as they physically could. Riccardo stood with his feet planted wide like a steel bulwark in the jostling train, but also making eye contact with other passengers and smiling at anyone who didn’t look away quickly enough. In short, he was doing absolutely everything one didn't do. And no one dared to do a thing about it. The only one reacting favourably was a baby laughing back at Riccardo over her mother’s shoulder.

Luckily, they only had to go two stations and the whole compartment breathed a sigh of relief when Riccardo stepped out again.

The Cherry Hills station was the only part of the tower block in good repair. It was maintained by FPAT. They were in turn a member of the Public Transportation Guild in the typical hierarchy of companies on Floor. The electric lights were on and the station was reasonably clean. It was also patrolled by uniformed and armed FPAT guards who were making sure that everyone paid for their train rides, no one was using the station as a makeshift home, and that only those who were paying a fee were peddling any goods. And like the mall guards, they gave Riccardo a wide berth. 

They exited through the brightly lit checkpoint into the murky atmosphere of a dank corridor lit by flickering battery lights strung along on a line under the ceiling. Refuse gathered against the walls like sand drifts, stinking of decay, piss, and vomit. Rene glanced at Riccardo to gauge his reaction and found him looking around, wide-eyed and obviously aghast. They emerged at the hall which held the central shaft elevator banks. A few food stalls and a small kiosk selling various goods were clustered along the walls, which were covered in several layers of printed ads and the tags of the gang who currently held sway over this area.

Rene stopped at the elevator bank. “The Jansahar shrine is on the 57th floor,” he said. He knew that off the bat since he made a point of avoiding it. “You can't miss it if you turn left when you step out of the elevator. It's the one place with huge, living, potted plants outside and the door that's always open.” Hopefully, Riccardo wouldn't insist on showing him home to his doorstep or he would have to pretend he actually lived here.

“Will you get home safely from here?” Riccardo asked right on cue.

“Yeah, it's a few floors down.” And wasn't that the understatement of the century?

“Alright.” Riccardo studied the elevator doubtfully for a moment, but put on a brave smile. “Well, thank you for your assistance. It was invaluable. May God bless your path and reward you for your good deeds.” He made a gesture of blessing that Rene had so far only ever seen on TV. 

Of course, it didn't have any effect, but Rene felt good about it. Despite the Empire having a living saint and plenty of proof for the meddling of God in the affairs of mortals, many people on Floor regarded faith as silly superstition. Rene didn't. God was real and very likely had a long term plan for humanity. Being on His good side couldn't hurt.

“It was fun,” he answered, because he had enjoyed his little adventure with the Belligra. “I hope you have a good stay on Floor.”

He watched as Riccardo got into the elevator, as the door closed and the lit number over the elevator started to count up before he got into the elevator next to it himself to ride down to the bottom of Cherry Hills. Time to get his well deserved lava beetle and pick up the important reports. 

And then he would start his long trek down to where the Circle of Thales had their secret base deep under Floor's surface.
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Chapter 2 – 
Something's eating Cherry Hills
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A few days later, Rene was helping his mother load the dishwasher after dinner when his phone started buzzing. Since nobody but his immediate family and his Circle tutors had the number, that was a rare occurrence. Checking the display, he found his cousin Miles to be the caller. 

“Important?” his mother asked curiously, pushing past him with the last stack of plates. 

With Rene's two older siblings already married and with children of their own, a full family dinner was a large affair only happening every few days. It was also a get-together during which they all shared what projects they were currently working on and garnered feedback from equally educated people. They all loved the event, but cleanup afterwards was a bit of work, so Rene liked to help his mother.

“I'm not sure. Mind if I answer it now?”

“No, go ahead. We're almost done anyway. Just get out of the kitchen so you're not in the way, sweety.”

Stepping out, Rene answered the buzzing phone. “What's up?”

“You won't believe what just happened,” his cousin excitedly answered. “Remember that Belligra you met last week? Well, he sure remembers you. I have a message from Hank on the emergency line we gave him that your priest friend showed up at his booth, asking him how to contact you.”

Miles' speciality was computer networks. He and the team he belonged to were constantly trawling Floor’s various public nets as well as the high-sec nets of its companies and guilds for data and to carefully hide any hint of Circle activity. He was an excellent hacker even without his cybernetic improvements. Rene envied him endlessly for his add-on memory, but his own body would treat any attempt at installing cyberware as a wound to be healed so there was no point in trying. Miles' team was also in charge of monitoring the Circle's few communications lines to the surface.

Rene had written a report about his interaction with Brother Riccardo which Miles had apparently read. He hadn't expected to ever hear from the priest again, but now he was surprised to find that he was excited instead of apprehensive.

“Really? Whatever for? And what did Hank tell him?”

“That he will try to send you a message. And he says the Belligra needs your help with something.” Miles chuckled. “And he has just sent another message saying that your priest friend is standing in front of his booth and won't go away while waiting for an answer. And that he is scaring away his customers and would we please do something.”

Rene joined in his laugh. He could easily picture Riccardo standing there, all hulking armour, politely waiting and completely unaware of the effect he was having on Floor's denizens.

“But he didn't say what he needs help with?”

“Nope.”

He should have been cautious about a priest asking for him, but he was pretty sure that Riccardo wasn't the type who would try to lure him into a trap. It was much more likely that he had found another rescue crusade to embark on and needed Rene's assistance in some way. It would have been wiser to steer clear, but Rene's curiosity was gnawing insistently. 

“Can you send a message back and ask Hank to ask Riccardo?”

“Sure.” He heard Miles type. “You're thinking about going up and meeting him, aren't you?”

“Yeah.” It wasn't time yet for his next info run so trekking all the way up to the surface to meet Riccardo would be a hassle, but it wasn't like he had anything better to do. At the moment, work on his doctorate mostly consisted of lots of reading and listening to audio files. He wasn't tired either. He never slept more than two or three hours a night so he had a lot of time to kill before he could go to bed. Reading was great, but the prospect of hanging out with the Belligra again was more tempting. 

“Just be careful. Who knows what he will do if he figures out what you are.”

“Of course.” Rene had no intentions of revealing his psionic talents. He didn't expect to get into any situation with Riccardo where he would need to.

“Hank says the Belligra is looking for a local guide to the Cherry Hills underground.”

That was certainly something Rene could do. And he didn't want to have Riccardo traipse around down there on his own. It was dangerous when you didn't know where you were going and one could easily get lost. He quickly calculated how long it would take him to get topside.

“Okay, let him know that I will meet Riccardo at the central elevator bank of Cherry Hills' ground floor in about three hours.” That would give him time to pack some useful stuff and maybe some snacks. 

“Done. Have fun and if you need anything, I'm on com duty all night.”

“Thanks.” Rene hung up and went to his room to add his topside clothes to his outfit. At home, he didn't bother wearing anything but a pair of faded black cargo pants and a band T-shirt. Now, he pulled on his hooded, long cardigan, which served to hide most of his tattoos. They were a growing collection of historical and scientific in-jokes. Most people didn't have the education to get them, they tended to find them disturbing. Only the ones snaking up the sides of his face remained partly visible, though hidden by his long hair. He only had one pair of sturdy boots, but they would serve well enough for exploring Cherry Hills' underground. After all, he always wore them when he passed through there on his way topside or back down. He grabbed his bag from its hook and put in a torchlight, a small medpack and some glowsticks. He was probably forgetting something vitally important, but he didn't worry too much. It wasn't like anything was likely to manage to kill him.

Next, he
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